THE AMERICAN NOVEL

character, for in this interlude, lightly, sweetly, pungently
narrating the loves of a man of forty, Hcnvclls reached his
highest pitch of comedy. His touch on each page and sentence
is as graceful as his spirit is unfailing from first to last The
scene he laid in Italy; its characters he chose from among those
temporarily and voluntarily exiled Americans who in the
seventies and eighties of the last century so tempted novelists
with any partiality for satire or contrast; the moral hints, as
the story unmistakably tells, that for a middle-aged lover there
is much more joy and comfort in a woman his own age than
in the most entrancing young girl whatever. The easiest and
yet wisest badinage flickers continually over the surface of a
naturally moving stream of narrative so pellucid that nothing
in it, event or motive or insinuation, is ever hidden from the
experienced eye. The happy taste which prompted him to
name it for the most distinctive and most charming of Ameri-
can seasons no less happily instructed him how to clothe it in
a golden, impalpable, enriching haxc borrowed apparently
from the season* In this autumnal atmosphere the energy of
youth in the spring of its love looks awkward; the winter of
wisdom is as near as the summer of desire. Only a sage could
have carried the story through without falling now and then
into the temptation of being too impassioned; only a poet
could have done it without now and then becoming cynical
and sounding elderly.

In 1882 Howells had gone to England for a visit during
which he brought out a series of his works there and with
them and himself charmed literary London, He seriously ques-
tioned whether he should not settle in Italy for the remainder
of his life, but his passion for America proved too strong, and
he came back, first to Boston, to a position of almost un-
paralleled influence in American letters. In his earliest Atlantic
days he had given Henry James needed encouragement at the
outset of the younger man's great career. Then and since
Howells had been for Mark Twain the important critical